Half a century after the publication of Lindblom's seminal article "The Science of Muddling Through", we revisit the heritage of incrementalism in this special issue, analyzing its legacy in public policy and public administration. The articles discuss the extent to which recent theoretical developments have transformed the original idea, reinforced it, or possibly rendered it obsolete. In this introductory article, we provide a short overview over the core elements of incrementalism and assess how the concept is used in scholarly publications and research today. We thereby focus on incrementalism as an analytical concept rather then a prescriptive theory. We argue that even after a half a century of "muddling", we are not yet through with incrementalism. Some of the ideas that underpin the concept of incrementalism continue to drive research, often in combination with more recent theoretical approaches to the policy process. After half a century, incrementalism is still part of the policy scholar's tool kit.
In 1959, Charles Lindblom published his seminal article "The Science of Muddling Through", in Public Administration Review (Lindblom 1959) . The article proposed an alternative to the then dominant "synoptic" model of decision-making. The concept of incrementalism suggests that decision making is, and ought to take place through, a process of successive limited comparison. As a model of and for decision making, Incrementalism and later on disjointed incrementalism (Lindblom 1979) , spurred decades of animated debate among public policy scholars and political scientists about their meaning, empirical application and normative underpinnings of these concepts.
Indeed, a quick citation research in Google Scholar turns up 5,382 citations of the 1959 article, and 723 for the 1979 articles. 2 Lindblom himself expressed his surprise about the prominence incrementalism quickly gained in the policy-making literature (1979, p. 524) :
"I always thought that, although some purpose was served by clarifying incremental strategies of policy analysis and policy making, to do so was only to add a touch of articulation and organization to ideas already in wide circulation."
The articles in this issue assess and review the importance, relevance and applicability of incrementalism today, discussing the extent to which recent theoretical developments have transformed the original idea, reinforced it, or possibly rendered it obsolete. Public administration and public policy has evolved over the last 50 years and recent theoretical developments, such as historical and rational choice institutionalism, punctuated equilibrium theory, policy network approaches and the argumentative turn in policy analysis, have provided new insights about policy-making and have proposed alternative ways of understanding and analysing public policies. The articles also address the question of whether radical changes and developments in the social and political context of the past 50 years, such as globalisation and new social and transnational movements, pose a challenge to incrementalism and disjointed incrementalism.
Given the multifaceted theoretical aspects of incrementalism this themed issue covers the range of meanings of incrementalism as developed in the literature over time, by looking at incrementalism as decision-making theory (Michael Atkinson), incrementalism as policy-making in general (Leslie Pal) and in budgeting (David Good), incrementalism as policy change (Michel Howlett and Andrea Mignone) and incrementalism as politics (Denis Saint-Martin and Christine Rothmayr). Incrementalism, much like its competing theories, has had analytical as well as prescriptive aspirations. As Smith and May (Smith & May, 1980, p.155) and others have argued, the two do not a priori correlate. In this issue, we focus on the analytical power of incrementalism for explaining policy processes, and not on its validity as a normative model for decision-making.
The idea of incrementalism has produced a vast and contested body of literature (e.g. Dror, 1964; Etzioni, 1967 Etzioni, , 1986 Schulman, 1975; Lustick, 1980; Gregory, 1989; Weiss & Woodhouse, 1992) . It has been criticized for its conceptual slipperiness (Berry, 1990) and the supposed underlying conservatism. It has been tested through formalized models (Bendor, 1995) and experiments (Knott, Miller, & Verkuilen, 2003) , applied in numerous qualitative case studies, or was rejected in favour of other theories (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972) . Wildavsky and others applied the notion to budgetary studies (see David Good in this issue). In these introductory remarks, we do not wish to reopen the debate about incrementalism's "alleged lack of goal orientation, conservatism, limited range of applicability, and negative stance toward analysis." (Weiss & Woodhouse, 1992) . But rather, we just intend to provide a concise introduction to the principal ideas of incrementalism. An empirical analysis of textbooks and journal articles provides an overview over the use of incrementalism in today's scholarly world.
The notion of incrementalism: a brief and incomplete introduction
The concept of incrementalism developed across several publications and in collaboration with other prominent scholars, such as Robert Dahl, David Braybrooke, and David K. Cohen. Even though the term was employed by Lindblom in earlier publications, it was the articles published in 1959 on "The science of muddling through"
and a year earlier in the American Economic Review (Lindblom, 1958) that introduced the basic ideas of incrementalism to scholars and practitioners in public administration and public policy. Lindblom further developed his ideas in several books (Lindblom, 1965 (Lindblom, , 1977 (Lindblom, , 1980 Braybrooke & Lindblom, 1963; Lindblom & Cohen, 1979) , and defended his basic ideas against his critics in his 1979 article.
The 1959 article was a response to both the idea that the rational-comprehensive model of decision-making accurately described reality and that decision-making ought to follow this model. Lindblom criticised both the normative and descriptive models of rational-comprehensive analysis and thereby distinguished between two models of decision-making: the 'rational comprehensive' or 'root model' and the 'successive limited comparison' or 'branch model'. The latter model, so Lindblom argued, more adequately describes real world policy analysis and decision-making than the former. The noncomprehensive model takes into account the limited cognitive capacities of decisionmakers and the profoundly political nature of public policy making, which should not be perceived as a neutral and essentially technical activity (Gregory 1989, p. 147) . Policy practitioners are not matching means to ends on the basis of a comprehensive analysis of all possible options, thereby distinguishing between facts and values. The reality is much messier and characterized by "muddling through". The first characteristic of Lindblom's model is that the fact-value dichotomy is an illusion. Here Lindblom anticipates the epistemological debates that came to dominate much of the social sciences from the mid-70s onwards, and more specifically shares one of the basic assumptions of post-positivist policy-analysis. Secondly, he emphasised the limits of human cognition, putting him, once again, at the forefront of theoretical developments, alongside Simon's concept of bounded rationality (Simon, 1945 (Simon, , 1985 , decades before approaches put the limits of human cognition into center stage for explaining agendasetting processes (e.g. Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Jones, 2003) and before behavioural economics emerged (see Michael Atkinson in this issue). A third argument for non-comprehensive analysis is the impact of past experience and practice on the solutions considered, which differ only gradually from those in place. The underpinning idea here is different from how path-dependency conceptualizes the impact of the past.
The 1979 article makes it clear that Lindblom had a system of trial and error in mind, where solutions that vary slightly from past experience and practice come with little costs, politically speaking, and are also easily reversible. This conceptualisation is much closer to ideas of policy inheritance and lesson-drawing based on practical experience, similar to the ideas proposed by Rose (Rose, 1991; Rose, 1993) . Empirical research on policy inheritance effectively points to the possibility of such patterns of trial and error policy-making in specific subfields (Rose & Davies, 1993) . The last element defining incrementalism is that the test for good policy is a general agreement among a majority of stakeholders on specific solutions, which once again points to the political character of policy-making. Multiple stakeholders are involved; they don't necessarily agree on the goals to be pursued or the details of analysis. But based on their practical experience they can agree on what might constitute a good solution and thus enhance its viability.
Contemporary theories of the policy-process provide additional or alternative tools for f. fragmentation of analytical work to many (partisan) participants in policy making." (Lindblom 1979, p. 517) Between his 1959 and 1979 articles, Lindblom elaborated in more detail the idea of partisan mutual adjustment (Lindblom 1965) . Policy-making is not a hierarchical and centrally controlled process, but rather involves 'partisan mutual adjustment', i.e. a process of negotiation and bargaining where decision-makers make compromises and adjust to one another. Hence, disjointed incrementalism is a better method than central planning for coordinating policy-making within a fragmented political system with diverging interests. Punctuated equilibrium theory proposes an alternative but related view on 'mutual adjustement', by assuming that a policy image shared by a majority of actors within a subsystem contributes to policy stability and phases of incremental
change.
An additional clarification of the 1979 article consisted in the distinction between incrementalism as policy analysis from incrementalism as politics and pattern of policy change. Incremental politics has several advantages according to Lindblom, in so far as small changes can reduce the risk of large controversies and blockage, limit the losses of those who preferred another policy solution, and help to maintain a working majority.
Lindblom also assumes that incremental politics can result in fundamental change through a sequence of small, but speedy steps, which is why Lindblom rejects the critique that incrementalist politics are inherently conservative. In fact, the inadequacy and slowness of policy responses to crises is not the result of incrementalism as politics, but rather results from the structure of the U.S. political system and its multiple vetopoints --an argument that is currently under empirical scrutiny through comparative analysis of budgetary and policy-making processes across the globe (Jones, True, & Baumgartner, 1997; Baumgartner et al., 2009 ).
Are we all incrementalists now? -An empirical analysis of textbooks and journal articles
Bendor stated in 1995 that "Old theories in political science rarely die; they usually just fade away. This has been incrementalism's fate." (1995, p. 819) To the contrary, after fifty years of debate and attempts to clarify, rescue or discard incrementalism, the following empirical analysis of textbooks and journal articles points to the continuing interest in incrementalism within public administration and public policy.
Textbooks on Public Policy and Public Administration
We began by analysing 10 textbooks commonly used in courses on public policy and public administration at Canadian universities. Five of them address primarily public policy (Archer, Gibbins, Knopff, & Pal, 1995; Dobuzinskis, Howlett, & Laycock, 2007; Doern & Phidd, 1992; M. Howlett & Ramesh, 2003; Michael Howlett, Ramesh, & Perl, 2009; Miljan, 2008; Pal, 2006 Pal, , 2010 , and five focus principally on public administration (Barker, 2007; Dunn, 2002; Inwood, 2008; Johnson, 2006; Kernaghan, Marson, & Sandford, 2000) . We were interested in whether and how these textbooks would use and discuss incrementalism and its rivals.
Eight out of ten books discuss the concept of incrementalism; a result of little surprise given the importance of Lindblom's work for public administration and public policy analysis.. The overall focus of discussion is on incrementalism as decision-making. Only one publication discusses in detail incrementalism as pattern of policy change, while four others at least refer to this aspect. Thereby, books oriented towards public policy more often mention incrementalism as a pattern of change than do those on public administration.
The more important question is, however, what stance these publications take towards incrementalism and its opposing model of rational-comprehensive decision making. 4 The majority of the textbooks described the explanatory power of both models for decisionmaking, but also presented their limits; thus neither favouring one approach over the other. Hence, the great majority of the books still consider Lindblom's concept of incrementalism an essential component to students' education in public policy.
Two of the most recent textbooks explicitly point towards the theory's limits and propose to add additional explanatory factors in order to understand and analyse decisionmaking in today's (Canadian) world. They propose to go beyond the traditional dichotomy between the two models, either by proposing alternative concepts (decisionstyle, see Michael Howlett et al., 2009) or pointing towards the changing national and international context of policy making (Pal, 2010) . In sum, our brief analysis of textbooks does not confirm Bendor's verdict of incrementalism as a theory that has faded away. In fact, the following analysis of journal articles clearly speaks to the continuing engagement of scholars with incrementalism over the last two decades.
Analysis of journal articles
We selected 13 journals in the subfield of public policy and public administration and analysed incrementalism's legacy over the last 20 years . The selection of journals was based on the journals listed under the category of public administration in the Social Science Citation Index. We retained all Canadian, American and international journals with a general focus on public policy and public management, but excluded all journals with only a subfield specialisation, for example in social policy, European public policy or public management. Hence, 90% (N=53) of the articles engaging in discussing incrementalism substantially, do not do so in order to reject its basic assumptions, but rather use it as leverage for further developing theories of decision-making (23 articles) and policy change (27 articles) or incrementalism as politics (3 articles).
Overall, our analysis indicates that the notion of incrementalism still engages today's scholars in public policy and public administration. However, the fact that most of the articles that discuss incrementalism, go beyond the initial concept and apply more recently developed theories to the object of their study, also indicate the limits of incrementalism in today's research. The results of our analysis confirm the main arguments made by the contributions in this special issue, although they do so with greater analytical depth and eloquence, that incrementalism is still part of our tool kit but that public policy and public administration scholars have moved forward building their analysis on more recent theoretical debates.
The contributions in this special issue
The five contributions in this special issue arrive at different conclusions in terms of the relevance of incrementalism for understanding policy-making processes and policy change today. But none of the articles conclude that the notion of incrementalism has become obsolete. To the contrary, all five articles reveal how crucial and influential Lindblom's work has been for current empirical research and theoretical debates on various aspects of policy-making processes, even though some of the contributions take a critical stance towards some of the basic assumptions of simple and disjointed incrementalism. Nevertheless, it seems fair to say that in terms of incrementalism as a descriptive concept for decision-making, policy-making processes and policy change the Michael Atkinson returns to the roots of Lindblom's theorizing by looking at how economists today conceptualise rationality and decision-making. Atkinson's contribution discusses incrementalism from the perspective of two theoretical developments, the institutional turn in political science, and research in behavioural economics. His article demonstrates that there is more continuity than discontinuity between Lindblom and these later approaches. Both approaches point to the fact that the status quo constitutes an important variable impacting decision-making. In the case of institutions, they structure the actor constellations, provide for more or less veto-points, possibly impose needs for negotiation and compromise and therefore constitute important contextual variables for the operation of incrementalism. In fact, Atkinson argues incrementalism as analysis can not be separated from incrementalism practiced within political institutions.
The Behavioral turn in economics points to the importance of the decisional context. For Lindblom, the status quo is the starting point for incremental changes; for behavioural economists, it constitutes an explanatory variable impacting how we evaluate risks and benefits. One of the principal reasons is the "status quo bias", i.e. we evaluate items that are in our possession and that we are familiar with comparably more favourably. It also has the effect that we evaluate negative effects differently depending on whether they result from sticking to the status quo or are the result of changing actions.
Finally, Denis Saint-Martin and Christine Rothmayr turn to the idea of incrementalism as politics, which is the one application of incrementalism that has been the least discussed and analysed than other aspects of the concept. In their article, they argue that rationalism as symbolic politics is still very much alive, by focusing on the example of "supreme audit institutions". Over the last four decades, supreme audit institutions have shifted their activities from classical financial auditing to performance auditing.
Performance auditing is politically speaking a much less safe terrain than financial auditing. Performance auditing, much like the act of evaluation, "judges" policy outcomes and thus touches upon the fundamental question of how well the government governs.
Rationalist politics is a mean for supreme audit institutions to legitimize performance auditing. The rise of the "regulatory state", and processes of "agencification" or "quangoisation" in which decision-making powers are increasingly delegated to independent bureaucracies, have created an important legitimacy deficit for nonmajoritarian institutions that exercise political authority without enjoying any direct link to the electoral process. In comparison to other independent bureaucracies, supreme audit institutions are particularly prone to rationalist politics, not just because of their institutional independence, but because of the tradition of financial auditing and the rise of new public management. The tradition of financial auditing nurtures a rational vision of decision-making, while the shift to performance auditing demands to judge government performance, a much more value-laden activity than traditional financial auditing.
Because of the lack of direct democratic legitimacy, independent audit institutions cannot recognize the fundamentally incrementalist -and thus value-laden -nature of their decision-making processes, but rather engage in rational politics, presenting their decisions as comprehensively rational and value neutral.
Overall the five contributions and our brief analysis of journal articles point in the same direction: we are not yet through with muddling, but have moved forward in our theoretical understanding of public policy making. Incrementalism still guides new research and continues to capture some of the important features of policy-making, but only in combination with other more recent theoretical frameworks can incrementalism be rendered adequate for understanding and explaining today's policy processes.
